Diarrhoea and constipation.
Drug-induced constipation is mostly caused by changes in gut motility, whilst diarrhoea is more frequently caused by an increase in intestinal fluid secretion. In both instances the drug has to reach the enteric nervous system or the enterocyte, either via the blood or from the lumen, in sufficient concentrations to affect the mediators that regulate motility and fluid transport. Diarrhoea and constipation are frequently mentioned as side-effects of drugs, and therapeutic agents for almost all organ systems have been implicated. However, both these side-effects are usually mild or moderate, and rarely necessitate interruption of drug treatment. An exception to this rule is the antibiotic-associated colitis seen in patients treated with antibiotics such as lincomycin or clindamycin; in principle almost all antibiotics may cause this severe and potentially life-threatening complication. Other rare forms of severe, drug-induced colitis and diarrhoea result from toxic or anaphylactic reactions against gold preparations, cytostatic agents and sulphonamides. Ischaemic colitis due to vascular complications has been described in some women taking oral contraceptives, and in patients treated with vasopressin or digitalis.